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the applications, thereby delaying 
the start of this important 
research.
Willis said: “This is a test of 
the government’s commitment 
to science. Scientists, funders, 
the regulator and patient interest 
groups, even the DTI and the 
prime minister, have spoken 
out against the Department of 
Health’s proposals. We very much 
hope that the department will 
listen and reflect the committee’s 
conclusions when the draft Tissue 
and Embryos Bill is published 
next month.”
“We fully appreciate the 
concerns of those who oppose 
research into hybrid and chimera 
embryos — or indeed any human 
embryos — on moral and ethical 
grounds, but we feel that it is 
in the interests of science, the 
public and the UK that the current 
applications by King’s College 
London and Newcastle University 
should be considered by the 
HFEA promptly and with due 
process.”
Committee member Evan 
Harris said: “Ministers have never 
provided a rational basis for their 
ban and their only supporters are 
pro-life groups and anti-science 
campaigners who oppose all 
embryo research.”
In a letter to the prime 
minister, the Association of 
Medical Research Charities 
(AMRC) said there had been 
growing disquiet about an 
outright ban. Spokeswoman 
Sophie Petit- Zeman said: 
“To our knowledge, a letter 
to government signed by 223 
medical research charities 
and patient organisations is 
unprecedented.”
She said the AMRC respected 
the sensitivity of the issue 
but that it was important to 
balance the concerns against 
the medical benefits. Chris 
Shaw, a neurologist at King’s 
College London and one of 
the researchers who applied 
for a licence to create hybrid 
embryos said: “The committee’s 
recommendations show that 
when people really understand 
the work involved, and the 
potential benefits, that the law 
can be used to regulate and not 
restrict science in this field.”Butterflies are being increasingly 
recognised as an efficient means 
of protecting and monitoring 
wider ecosystem conditions. 
Conservationists in Europe point 
to work on the Bay Checkerspot 
in central California which is now 
regarded as an ‘umbrella’ species: 
if they are protected, other 
species will be preserved. The 
butterfly thrives only in the native 
grasslands of central California, 
which are severely threatened 
by alien plant species and urban 
development. Conservation 
efforts in the region focus on the 
Bay Checkerspot because studies 
have shown that, by conserving 
the butterfly, around 98 per cent 
of the native spring-flowering 
plant species will receive a 
measure of protection.
Many governments have signed 
up to the Global Convention 
on Biological Diversity with 
an ambitious target of halting 
biodiversity loss by 2010 but are 
looking for assessment measures 
to help meet this target.
Even in the best resourced 
countries with the best historical 
Butterflies find a new role as 
sensitive markers of wider 
environmental conditions. Nigel 
Williams reports.
Insect beacons records, such as the UK, there are insufficient resources and 
knowledge to monitor every 
species and habitat. To overcome 
the problem, ecologists have 
sought to develop biodiversity 
indicators — species, or groups 
of species, that can provide 
surrogate measures for a wider 
range of species.
It is now increasingly clear that 
butterflies are often ideally suited 
to this role. 
They respond rapidly and 
sensitively to subtle habitat or 
climate changes, which means 
that they act as representatives 
for the diversity and responses of 
other less-visible wildlife.
Plans are now under way to 
use data from transect studies, 
which have a long-standing role 
in monitoring butterfly numbers, 
in ten countries within the EU to 
develop a proposed European 
Butterfly Indicator that will help 
assess progress by the EU in 
halting biodiversity loss.
The new status has pleased the 
British wildlife charity, Butterfly 
Conservation. “The government’s 
adoption of butterflies is a 
significant achievement,” it says. 
“It puts the plight of butterflies 
far higher up the political 
agenda. The hope is that the new 
indicators will lead to a firmer 
policy commitment to address 
butterfly declines.”Health check: The Bay Checkerspot is helping US researchers monitor threatened natu-
ral habitat in central California. (Photo: T.W. Davies © California Academy of Sciences.)
